Introduction
The division of a play's characters, that is, of the gures who partake in the dramatic action, into leading roles and minor roles, into tragic heroes (or heroines) and others, i.e. those who are less important for the development of the plot, is not such an easy task as one might rst imagine. For example, the modern debate on the question of the principal character in Sophocles' Antigone is immense. In those cases where a tragedy is named after one of the dramatis personae, the title can, although will not always, help us arrive at a decision. On the other hand, the poets often veil this by naming the play after its chorus, even when the chorus has no signi cant role to play, such as in Sophocles' Trachiniae. Occasionally the title can even be consciously misleading and can set the audience on the wrong track with regard to the play's contents or characters. One could cite Aristophanes' Frogs or Euripides' Phoenician Women as conspicuous examples of this.
Some general introductory, theoretical re ections on dramatis personae therefore seem unavoidable. To begin with, two approaches should be discarded: rst, that which is predicated upon a purely quantitative analysis, creating a hierarchy of a play's characters based upon the number of lines they speak, and second, that based on a simple di ferentiation between speaking and silent characters. The importance of a character for any given play can only, and wholly in accordance with Aristotle's Poetics, be considered in terms of that character's integration into his or her respective myth; in other words, in terms of the character's participation and function within the dramatic plot. Most important is the character's relationship to the tragic con ict that develops out of the plot as well as to the tragic theme of the play. When we conceive of the plot structure of a tragedy as being * Translated from the German by Jasper Donelan.
Cf. Zimmermann (2011) 540-553. The term 'tragic theme' refers to the underlying situation that provides the impetus for the tragedy's plot and the development of that plot. Generally we can identify two tragic made up of concentric rings encircling the tragic theme at the centre-what we might label the tragic constellation -then a type of hierarchy comes to light in which we can di ferentiate between leading and minor roles according to a character's distance from the centre and thus from the tragic theme.
On the other hand, the tragic con ict which leads to catastrophe (or almost does so, in the case of plays ending with a deus ex machina scene) is the result of a collision between di ferent 'structures' or ' elds of authority'. Gri th (2005b) identi es four ' elds of authority' in the tragedies of the fth century. These already contain innate tensions and can lead to further tensions when they collide. They are (1) the public, sociopolitical eld, (2) the domestic eld, (3) the religious eld, and (4) the cultural eld, by which last we should understand the authority of tradition, as well as of various forms of knowledge. It should be emphasized that these groups are not rigid entities, but rather that some characters belong to more than one grouping and thereby move between the elds, creating points of contact between them. This is true above all for the chorus (and chorus leader), who, depending on their characterization in the play, can belong to any of the elds of authority. When we adopt this, in the best sense of the word, Aristotelian approach, i.e. one that considers myth in terms of plot, then characters that have a mythological/literary 'biography' such as Polyneices or Creon in Oedipus at Colonus can still have the status of minor characters, given that they do not have any proximity to the play's tragic theme. Indeed, looked at from this point of view, even Athena in the prologue of Ajax can be considered a minor character.
Minor Characters
The preceding considerations make clear that an attempt at such a general classi cation would require a comprehensive structural analysis of Sophoclean tragedy based solely on the dramatic constellation. However, such an themes, one that lies further back in the past and one that is immediate and current. For example, in Antigone there is the fraternal dispute (Theme I) and then the burial ban as a result of that dispute (Theme II); likewise, Ajax being dishonoured through the awarding of Achilles' arms to Odysseus (Theme I) and the attempted act of revenge carried out in the hero's t of madness (Theme II). In Oedipus Tyrannus, all of the themes that lie at the heart of the play run together into one at the end. Cf. Zimmermann (2011) 586.
Cf. P ster (1977) 220-264; Pollheim (1996) 10.
